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Covington: Trail Indians of Florida

TRAIL INDIANS OF FLORIDA
by J AMES W. C OVINGTON *
Trail Indians of Florida is the account of
TSeminoles who loved
Florida as much as any group that ever
HE STORY OF THE

lived here-Latins, crackers, or transplanted Yankees-and who
fought the United States government to a virtual standstill in
three nineteenth-century wars in a fierce determination to maintain their homes somewhere on the peninsula. In terms of religion, education, and their general life pattern, the Trail
Indians have been among the most recalcitrant in the United
States against the threats of the white man’s civilization. In recent
years one group of Seminoles, organized into the Miccosukee
Tribe, launched a determined effort against federal and state
authorities to be recognized as a separate entity and to receive
land which it could call its own. After years of struggle, utilizing
even “red power,” the Miccosukee Tribe achieved both their
goals. They were recognized as the Miccosukee Tribe, separate
from the main body of Florida Indians, and they also received a
tract of leased land. 1
All but a meager handful of the Indians who were living in
Florida at the time of European contact had disappeared by the
beginning of the eighteenth century. Most of them had died from
disease or in battle; others had migrated elsewhere or had been
taken off as slaves. Then gradually Indians from Georgia and
Alabama began moving south into the relatively deserted area.
Most of these migrants were from villages along the Coosa, Tallapoosa, and Chattahoochee rivers. Those living along the Coosa
and Tallapoosa rivers were know as Upper Creeks; Indians from
the Chattahoochee and Flint rivers area were Lower Creeks. 2
*

Mr. Covington is Dana Professor of History at the University of Tampa.
Portions of this article were read at the annual meeting of the Southern
Anthropological Society meeting in Miami, April 1977, and at the annual
meeting of the American Society for Ethnohistory in Chicago, October
1977.

1. The spelling of Miccosukee is used to conform with the spelling
used by the Trail Indians. The spelling Mikasuki has also been adopted
as standard by anthropologists and linquists.
2. Robert Spencer and Jessie Jennings, eds., The Native American (New
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The Creeks that moved into Florida, called Seminolies or
Seminoles by whites during the British period, represented two
distinct dialects. The two groups spoke “related, but not mutually
intelligible, Muskogee (Creek) and Mikasuki (Hitchiti) languages.“ 3 Because of intermarriage and the tribal custom of the
couple living at or near the bride’s village it was difficult to
identify a person or even a band as being Muskogee or Miccosukee. The majority of personal names listed in books and
documents in the 1703-1850 period was in Muskogee. It was the
official language used in translating during negotiations between
whites and Indians. 4 By the early nineteenth century, more Florida Indians spoke Muskogee than Miccosukee.
After three conflicts with the Seminoles white officials realized
that it was probably futile to try to force the few remaining
Indians to sign a treaty and move to Indian territory in the West.
Some 3,000 Seminoles had been captured or had surrendered during the Second and Third Seminole Wars. Perhaps as few as 200
had moved into the inner recesses of the Everglades. The Third
Seminole War ended in 1858 without any verbal or written agreement regarding the status of the Indians who remained. 5 These
Indians, holding no title to the land, were able to maintain an
independent status free of governmental controls for the next
half century.
From the end of the Third Seminole War to about 1920 the
Seminoles were scattered throughout southern Florida in perhaps
as many as twenty-two small villages or family camp sites. They
cultivated corn, pumpkins, squash, cow peas, and bananas,
planted in small gardens on burned-over hammock land. Hogs
and chickens were available, and there was a plentiful supply of
venison, turkey, duck, and fish. The garden plots did not provide
York, 1965), 4-43; Muriel Wright, A Guide to the Indian Tribes of
Oklahoma (Norman, 1951), 131-34, 229; “U.S. vs. Seminole Indians of
State of Florida and Seminole Nation of Oklahoma, Court of Claims,
1967,” in Wilcomb E. Washburn, ed., The American Indian and the
United States, a Documentary History, 4 vols. (New York, 1973), IV,
2872; James W. Covington, “Migration of the Seminoles into Florida,
1700-1821,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLVI (April 1968), 340-44.
3. John M. Goggin, “Source Materials for the Study of the Florida Seminoles,” Laboratory Notes: 3 (Anthropology Laboratory, Gainesville,
Florida, August 1959), 1-2.
4. William C. Sturtevant, “Chakaika and the ‘Spanish Indians,’ “ Tequesta,
XXIII (1953), 67-68.
5. Harpers Weekly, June 12, 1858, 376-78.
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enough produce to sell in exchange for needed supplies from
trading posts, so the Indians traded pelts, plumes, and bides for
groceries, guns, ammunition, clothing, pots, and other commodities. 6
During the period 1891-1914, there were two attempts to
assist the Seminoles. One was sponsored by a religious group and
the other by the federal government, but both were failures. In
1891, the government established an agency at present-day Immokalee under the supervision of Dr. Jacob Brecht, an industrial
teacher. A store, school, and sawmill were erected for the Indians,
but few used these facilities. When 23,040 acres were acquired to
provide a reservation, none of the Indians would live on it, and
the agency was abandoned in 1900. 7 The Missionary Jurisdiction
of Southern Florida, Protestant Episcopal Church, opened a
mission and hospital in 1896. It was located in several different
places, but it proved to be almost as much a failure as the agency,
and it ceased operations in 1914. 8
After 1920 the Seminoles found it even more difficult to sustain
themselves. Because of white hunters and the development of
canals, drainage operations, and highways, the supply of wildlife
had been reduced to a point where deer, bear, and turkey were
rarely found. Some food and virtually all other articles had to be
purchased at the trading posts. 9 Cash income came from the sale
of furs, hides, dolls, baskets, and from occasional farm labor, and
part-time work as hunting guides. A few Indians also worked in
6.

Harry A. Kersey, Jr., Pelts, Plumes and Hides: White Traders Among the
Seminole Indians, 1870-1930 (Gainesville, 1975), 52-53.
7. James W. Covington, “Federal and State Relations with the Florida Seminoles, 1875-1901,” Tequesta, XXXII (1972), 17-27.
8. For details of the mission, see James W. Covington, “Florida Seminoles:
1900-1920,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LIII (October 1974), 181-97,
and Harry A. Kersey and Donald E. Pullease, “Bishop William Crane
Gary’s Mission to the Seminole Indians in Florida: 1899-1914,” Historical
Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal Church, XLII (September 1973),
257-73.
9. In 1950, the Indians living on reservations had the use of 183,715 acres,
including 480 acres at Agency Headquarters, Dania-Hollywood (established 1911), 36,779 acres at Brighton (established 1935), 42,663 acres at
Big Cypress (established 1937), and 104,800 acres of State Reservation
land (established 1917) in western Broward County. Indians living away
from the reservations as “squatters” were found in Collier, Dade, Okeechobee, and St. Lucie counties. Termination of Federal Supervision Over
Certain Tribes of Indians, Joint Hearing Before the Sub-Committees of
the Committees of Interior and Insular Affairs on S2747 and H.R. 7321,
83rd Cong., 2nd sess., pt. 2, “Seminole Indians, Florida” (Washington,
1954), 1032-033 (hereinafter cited as Termination).
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tourist-oriented exhibition villages in Miami. 10 It was during this
period, 1920-1930, that a reservation was established, and a few
families began to settle there. Later, families also moved on to the
Brighton Reservation. Such resettlement took a long time and was
achieved only through the hard work and diplomatic skill of
white friends of the Seminoles and government officials. 11
At first, the Miccosukee-speaking Indians living in the area
from the southern shore of Lake Okeechobee to the tip of the
Florida peninsula supported themselves by hunting, fishing, and
gathering wild plants. They also maintained small gardens. In
the years before World War II these Indians were living in
scattered communities along U.S. Highway 41 between Naples
and Miami where they sold crudely-made curios and collected fees
for admission to their villages. 12 These Trail Indians were proud
of the fact that they had not called upon the government for help.
When Governor David W. Sholtz and the Florida cabinet met
with 273 Seminoles on February 22, 1936, and asked Josie Billie
and Cory Osceola what they wanted from the state of Florida,
they were told: “Just let us alone.“ 13
In 1937 the government established the Big Cypress Reservation and appointed W. Stanley Hanson, a Miccosukee-speaking
white man, as employee there. There were some Miccosukees
already living in the area, and Hanson was able to entice several
families to move on to the reservation. Those Miccosukees who
left their villages to live on the Big Cypress Reservation represented an element of the Indian population which was undergoing rapid change. With the conversion of Josie Billie, a Miccosukee-speaking medicine keeper of the Seminoles, in 1944 to
Christianity, a number began to accept the Baptist faith, and they
moved to the reservation where a center for the Christians could
10. See the Nash report concerning this period printed as a Senate document. Roy Nash, “Survey of the Seminole Indians of Florida,” Senate
Document No. 314, 71st Cong., 3rd sess. (Washington 1931), 3-65.
11. James W. Covington, “Dania Reservation: 1911-1927,” Florida Anthropologist, XXIX (December 1976), 140-42.
12. Gene Stirling, “Report on the Seminole Indians of Florida,” Office of
Indian Affairs, Department of the Interior (Washington, 1936). Other
Miccosukee-speaking Seminoles remained in the Big Cypress Swamp or at
or near Miami.
13. Narrative Annual Report, 1936, Bureau of Indian Affairs. The State of
Florida gives annually free of charge some 200 license tags marked
“Florida Seminole Indian” or “Miccosukee Indian,” but a few Indians
prefer to purchase the tags.
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14

be maintained. Perhaps another reason for interest in reservation life by some Trail Miccosukees was because they did not
belong to clans which might inherit official position or status. By
accepting Christianity and moving to the reservation these persons
believed that they had a chance to obtain positions of some
authority. 15
By 1950 the Florida Indian population had increased to approximately 900 persons. Three reservations had been established,
and on two of them a cattle husbandry program was showing
progress. There were educational activities on the reservations,
and advancement was being made in the field of public health.
In August 1950, both the Muskogee-speaking and the Miccosukeespeaking Seminoles residing on the reservations engaged a
Jacksonville law firm to represent them in a suit for a $50,000,000
claim against the federal government. 16 This suit became a major
cause of controversy and division, leading eventually to the formation of separate Miccosukee and Seminole tribal governments. 17
Officials in Washington and Florida believed that the Seminole situation was being handled satisfactorily through contact
14.

James O. Buswell, III, “Florida Seminole Religious Ritual: Resistance and
Change” (Ph.D. dissertation, St. Louis University, 1972), 274-75.
15. Ethel Cutler Freeman, “Cultural Stability and Change Among the Seminoles of Florida,” in International Congress of Anthropological and
Ethnological Sciences, Men and Cultures: Selected Papers, Edited Under
the Chairmanship of Anthony F. C. Wallace (Philadelphia, 1960), 251.
The Big Cypress Reservation is the result of three separate acquisitions.
The first was made between 1894 and 1899; the boundaries of the territory acquired in this purchase were stabilized by an executive order of
June 28, 1911. The second was an exchange with the state of Florida. The
final acquisition was a purchase made in September 1943. The total
acreage of the reservation is 42,663.03. W. O. Roberts to Branch Chiefs,
February 18, 1952, 053 Historical Data, record group 75, Federal Records
Center, East Point, Georgia.
16. Information on claims filed by Seminole Indians of Florida and Claims
of Morton Silver to the Secretary of the Interior and to the President of
the United States [n.d.], Bureau of Indian Affairs, Commissioner of
Indian Affairs, 18258, box 286, file 163050, record group 75, Federal
Records Center, Suitland, Maryland (hereinafter cited as B/A, SM).
17. Even at this early date attorney O. B. White of Miami, who represented
some non-reservation Indians for a considerable time, protested that the
twelve Seminoles who had engaged John O. Jackson and Roger J. Waybright as attorneys were only trustees of the cattle program and did not
represent the entire tribe. See Superintendent Kenneth A. Marmon to
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, July 26, 1949; Marmon to Jackson and
Waybright, August 15, 1950, and O. B. White to John Jackson, August
17, 1950, Distribution of Seminole Judgment Funds, Hearing before the
United States Senate Select Committee on Indian Affairs, S2000 and S2188,
95th Cong., 2nd Sess. (Washington, 1979), 206-26 (hereinafter cited as
Distribution).
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with the reservation Indians, but that was not the case. There
were eight to ten small villages of Miccosukee-speaking Seminoles
whose inhabitants lived without official authorization on private
or state land along U.S. Highway 41 or along the border of and
in Everglades National Park. They resented the fact that other
Florida Indians, without consultation and with no authority, had
authorized the Jacksonville law firm to represent them.
There were other problems also. Some livestock owners had
begun fencing their land, thus interfering with Indian hunting
operations. More serious was the dynamiting in the Everglades
which were scaring game and killing large numbers of fish. Two
oil derricks engaged in drilling operations had been set up within
100 yards of Jimmie Tiger’s village on the Trail. The very fabric
of Indian independence and self-sufficiency was being threatened.
The Trail Indians remained the principal guardians of the
traditional Seminole way of life. Although secularization was
apparent on all three reservations, these Indians had resisted such
advances by instructing young people in local botany and cultural
lore. The Green Corn Dance-the central religious, social, and
political focus of tribal life-was still an event among both reservation Indians and those living along the Tamiami Trail. Although
the medicine keepers had lost much of their former power,
Ingraham Billie, one of the guardians of the Seminole sacred
medicine bundles, exerted considerable influence as chairman of
the Trail Indians General Council. 18 At one meeting he and
other non-reservation Miccosukee-speakers decided to make a
stand for their land and way of life. 19
The first step in the process in asserting Miccosukee rights
18. See Louis Capron, “The Medicine Bundles of the Florida Seminole and
the Green Corn Dance,” Bureau of American Ethnology, Anthropological
Papers, 35 (Washington, 1953), 159-210, and Buswell, “Florida Seminole
Religious Ritual,” 67-69. Other members of the council included Jimmie
Billie, Sam Jones, Frank Charlie, and Buffalo Tiger (secretary). Kenneth
Marmon, superintendent Seminole Agency, to Paul Fickinger, area director, Muskogee, Oklahoma, May 2, 1955, 067 Business Committees,
Indian, Federal Records Center, East Point, Georgia.
19. Ingraham Billie, son of Little Billie and Nancy Osceola, was born in
1890. His brother is Josie Billie, who became a medicine man, convert
to the Christian faith, and assistant pastor of a Baptist church. Ingraham
Billie and wife Effie Tiger Billie have five children. He is a member of
the Panther Clan. “Seminole Tribe of Florida” (Hollywood, 1977).
20. Morrill M. Tozier, “Report on the Florida Seminoles, December, 1954.”
Seminoles of Florida File 163-050, B/A, SM (hereinafter cited as Tozier
Report).
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came when Buffalo Tiger, a young Indian, then in his twenties,
drove to Miami to seek legal advice from Morton Silver, an attorney, concerning a divorce from his non-Indian wife. Buffalo
Tiger had earned some money by acting as interpreter in his
brother Jimmie Tiger’s combination tourist village and Indian
home. Because he spoke English, he had been selected earlier by
the council elders to serve as a spokesman and intermediary with
the whites. After Buffalo Tiger had discussed the details of his
pending divorce with Silver, he told the lawyer about the problems of the Miccosukees and invited him to visit the villages along
the Trail and to consult with the General Council. 20 In 1952
Silver consented to represent the Indians. 21
The first action came in October 1953 when Silver protested
to the Secretary of the Interior the activities of the agency at
(Dania) Hollywood and requested an investigation. 22 In reply,
Assistant Secretary of the Interior Orme Lewis provided information concerning a future meeting of a congressional committee
which would deal with termination of federal control over the
Florida Indians. The relationship of the General Council to the
tribe, he noted, was not clear. Officials in Washington seemed to
feel that the claims of the General Council to represent a sizable
proportion of the Seminole population were false, or at least had
been inflated by Silver. 23 Washington had not directed the Indian
agent in Florida to investigate the matter, nor had the Bureau of
American Ethnology been requested to do any research.
In March 1954, two separate groups of reservation Seminoles
and non-reservation Indians came to Washington to testify
against the termination of federal control of the reservations in
Florida. Members from the non-reservation group wanted to
plead their case directly to President Eisenhower. On March 1,
George Osceola and Jimmy Billie delivered to Captain Earle
Chesney, representative of President Eisenhower, on the Capitol
grounds the “Buckskin Declaration” in which the Indians expressed a desire to retain their own way of life and to preserve
their land. They claimed that the Florida Indian agent, the
21.

Morton H. Silver, born in 1926, is a graduate of the University of Florida
Law School and was admitted to the Florida Bar in 1950. MartindaleHubbell Law Directory, 109th ed., 3 vols. (Summit, New Jersey, 1977), II,
150.
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Secretary of Interior, and other federal officials did not understand their position. They wanted a special representative appointed by the President to meet with them. 24 The petition,
written on buckskin and decorated with egret feathers, had been
signed on February 26, 1954, by ten Indians. It argued that the
suit filed before the Indian Claims Commission had been instituted without the council’s consent and that the Indians wanted
land, not money. 2 5 The same day that the Buckskin Declaration
was being presented, Morton Silver, Buffalo Tiger and several
reservation Indians, and some whites testified on Senate Bill 2747
and House Bill 7321, measures which could terminate federal
supervision of Florida Indian matters within two years. Determined opposition by friends of the Florida Indians helped to
defeat these bills in committee. 26
There were several other exchanges between federal officials
and the Florida Indians during June and July 1954, but Washington seemed unable or unwilling to understand who the General Council represented and what their goals were. Even the
correspondence from the Indians was not being answered
promptly or in depth. One official admitted candidly that, “it was
practically impossible to evaluate [their letters and appeals] without extensive and time consuming research into the past relations
between the Florida Seminoles and the United States.“ 27
In June 1954, the Trail Seminoles, exasperated by the threemonths delay and seemingly so little action on the part of Washington, dispatched a strong letter to President Eisenhower.
Ingraham Billie, who signed the letter, stated that the “Miccosukee Seminoles” constituted an independent and unconquered
nation, technically still at war with the United States. The
Miccosukees did not consider themselves to be citizens of the
United States and had no desire to assume the ways of the white

24. Miccosukee General Council to President Dwight D. Eisenhower, file
452B, Miccosukee Papers, National Anthropological Library, Smithsonian
Institution, (hereafter cited as MP, NAL).
25. In reply to the declaration, Gerald D. Morgan, administrative assistant
to the President, drafted a brief note of receipt and promised “thorough
consideration.” Morgan to Ingraham Billie, March 4, 1954, MP, NAL.
26. Termination, 1078-095. Reservation Indians who testified were selected
by popular vote and their travel expenses were paid; the Miccosukees
took care of their own expenses.
27. Tozier Report, 3.
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man. As late as October 1953, the Trail, or traditional, Seminoles
had referred to themselves as the General Council of the Seminole Indians, but by March 1954, they were calling themselves,
in the Buckskin Declaration, the General Council of the Mikasuki
Tribe of Seminole Indians. They labeled the reservation Indians
the Muskogee Tribe of Seminole Indians. Bernard Shanley, the
President’s special counsel, had the Bureau of Indian Affairs draft
a letter which indicated the President would send Commissioner
of Indian Affairs Glenn L. Emmons to meet with the Miccosukee
General Council sometime during the fall. The Indians realized
that by adopting a tougher line with Washington, their letters
would be answered more promptly and that meetings could be
arranged to examine the situation. The game plan followed by
the Indians during this period seems to have carried much white
input, probably Silver’s.
Eisenhower dispatched Commissioner Emmons to Florida to
investigate the status of Indian affairs there. At first it seemed
that only one meeting would be needed, but, because the groups
were so widely separated, it was necessary to schedule additional
sessions. From December 16 to December 20, 1954, Emmons held
a total of six meetings with different Indian groups in Florida,
including the Ingraham Billie group at the Jimmie Tiger camp in
the Everglades and sessions at the three reservations. As a result
of these discussions, Information Officer Morrill M. Tozier
noted, “from these many conversations there gradually emerged,
for the first time, a reasonably coherent and comprehensive picture of the present situation among the Seminoles of Florida-a
picture in many ways almost fantastically different from the
badly distorted image which the Commissioner and the writer of
this report took down to Florida with them.“ 29
To Emmons and Tozier the Trail Indians presented an interesting contrast to the reservation Indians. The gathering at
Jimmie Tiger’s village was the largest of the six sessions held in
Florida. After this meeting, and one held in Silver’s office, Emmons emphasized a salient point: “The Miccosukee General
Council may not represent a majority of the Florida Indians,
[but] it certainly speaks for or comprises of [sic] a very substantial
28. By now, the Trail Indians were calling themselves Miccosukees and
Miccosukee Seminoles and not just Seminoles.
29. Tozier Report, 3.
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30
minority . . . that should not be overlooked.“ In addition, the
white observers concluded that the General Council was neither
a “red power” activist group recently organized nor one arranged
by Silver, but an organization which had existed for many years
and that it had been the only forum available to present problems which concerned all of the Indians.
Not all non-reservation Indians united behind the General
Council. A village headed by Mike Osceola which was whiteoriented had not joined. The Cory Osceola group, led by two
brothers and uncles of Mike, Cory and John Osceola, which included approximately fifteen to twenty adults, did not join with
the General Council either, preferring to stay in the background
most of the time. There were approximately 150 non-reservation
Indians according to the reservation Indians’ attorney; Silver
claimed that there were as many as 600.
As it turned out, Commissioner Emmons could not do very
much about the conflict between reservation and non-reservation
Indians, for the issue had now become a matter for the courts to
settle. During 1954 and 1955, Silver tried to have the 1950 claim
filed by the Seminole Tribe with the Indian Claims Commission
dismissed on the grounds that the Miccosukee Seminole Nation
had never authorized such a suit. 31 The Indian Claims Commission, April 7, 1955, denied the General Council Indians a hearing
by ruling that the ones who had filed the claims in 1950 represented all of the Indians living in Florida. On December 5, 1956,
the Indian Claims Court dismissed Silver’s appeal. 32
Disputes continued to cloud the issues between 1956 and 1958.
By 1956, the Trail group showed signs of splitting into several
factions, but the land and money issues seemed to reunite them
most of the time into a common cause. A group of younger
Indians, led by Buffalo Tiger, Billy Doctor, and Jimmie Tiger,
supported Silver, but Ingraham Billie and many older Indians
wanted to sever relations with the Miami attorney. The clerk of
the claims court read a letter from the conservative faction in
court on October 5, 1958. The Indians insisted that they “don’t

30. Ibid.
31. Special appearance and motion
September 17, 1954, before the
243-47; Silver to Edgar E. Witt,
32. Roger J. Waybright to Marmon,
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know about the claim and want no part of it, and we also don’t
want to ask this claim. . . . We have nothing to do with Morton
Silver or Buffalo Tiger.“ 33 If the non-reservation or traditional
Indians were united in their opposition to money claims, the
group associated with Cory Osceola refused to support the effort
being made by Silver and Buffalo Tiger to secure independent
recognition from the Bureau of Indian Affairs.
At the same time this struggle for recognition was taking
place, there was an equally determined battle to secure land. Since
most of the 200,000 acres of land lying between the Tamiami
Trial (U.S. Highway 41) and the southern edge of the Big
Cypress Reservation desired by the Miccosukees as a reservation
was owned by the state, the land conflict became more a state than
a federal issue. Although Commissioner of Indian Affairs Emmons
could have ignored the matter, he continued to meet with the
reservation and non-reservation Indians in Washington and in
Florida and with Florida officials. By 1955, the Trail Indians
were making specific demands for certain tracts of land. 34 At
first they claimed the entire southwestern section of Florida,
minus several large communities, but on October 31, 1955, at a
meeting in Washington with Federal officials Buffalo Tiger and
attorneys Morton Silver and George Miller demanded a smaller
area, 1,500,000 acres which would include Florida Conservation
Area Three, land in the Florida State Indian Reservation, and
strips south and west about twelve to fifteen miles wide. They
were not seeking title but exclusive and perpetual use of the land
for hunting, fishing, grazing, and agricultural purposes. By
March 1956, they were asking for exclusive hunting and fishing
rights in the western part of Conservation Area Three (owned
by the state); joint hunting and fishing rights in the remaining
33.

Ibid. According to Waybright, this letter was signed by Ingraham Billie,
Jimmie Billie, Willie Jim, Frank Osceola, Tom Buster, Jimmie Henry,
Oscar Hoe, Frank Charlie, Jack Clay, Frank Jimmie, John Fewell, and
Sam Jones Micco. If correct, these names represented twelve of the fifteen
who had signed the first petition filed by Silver with the Indian Claims
Commission. See also Superintendent Kenneth Marmon to Mrs. Leon
Freeman, November 5, 1956, B/A, SM.
34. Members of the Everglades Miccosukee General Council in July 1957,
included the following persons: Buffalo Tiger (chairman), Howard
Osceola, Bill McKinley Osceola, Jr., Sam Willie, Little Doctor, John
Osceola, John Poole, Henry Sam, John Willie, Tommie Tiger, and
Jimmie Tiger. Minutes of Board of Commissioners of State Institutions,
July 30, 1957.
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portion of Conservation Area Three, to be shared with nonIndians during hunting and fishing seasons; the right to catch
frogs in a specified portion of the Everglades National Park; and
authority to cut cypress for the building of chickees and canoes
from the area west and south of the Big Cypress reservation. 35
Florida, like most states having a small Indian population, was
not really prepared to deal with this situation. Commissioner
Emmons visited Florida during the spring of 1956 to help the
Trail Indians in their quest for land. He conferred with Governor
LeRoy Collins and the cabinet on March 20, 1956, and Collins
suggested that Fred Elliott, engineer and secretary of the Trustees
of the Internal Improvement Fund, be consulted since the Fund
had jurisdiction over Conservation Area Three. Collins and
Elliott agreed that the land question should be decided by the
trustees. The Trial Indians pointed out that their lands were
being taken from them without compensation, and the reservation Indians argued that money received by the state from oil and
mineral leases was not being distributed among the Indians. An
ad hoc committee, which included Comptroller Roy E. Green as
chairman, Attorney General Richard Erwin, and State Treasurer
J. Edwin Larson recommended the appointment of a fulltime
Commissioner of Indian Affairs for the state. 36 The commissioner’s
salary was to come from the money held in escrow for all of the
Indians of Florida. 37 On October 30, 1956, Max Denton was appointed Commissioner of Indian Affairs for Florida with the task
of reviewing state laws and requests by the Indians and of making
recommendations. 38 During the next several months Denton met
with the reservation and Trail Indians and appeared to be working in harmony with them and attempting to solve their problems.
On July 30, 1957, the Florida Cabinet met with the Everglades
Miccosukee General Council to approve a tribal constitution. In
35. Information Officer to all Division Chiefs and Branch Chiefs, April 2,
1956 “Report on Florida Trip,” B/A, SM.
36. Ibid.
37. Paul Fickinger, area director of Bureau of Indian Affairs, to W. Barton
Greenwood, deputy commissioner, Bureau of Indian Affairs, January 9,
1957, B/A, SM. Funds accumulated by the Seminoles included $149,336.40
for the construction of the Florida Turnpike through the Hollywood
Reservation and $102,705.98 from the cattle program. Fickinger to
Governor LeRoy Collins, January 8, 1957, B/A, SM.
38. Florida Across the Threshold: The Administration of Governor LeRoy
Collins, January 4, 1955-January 3, 1961 ([Tallahassee], [1960]), 285.
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a session held in Governor Collins’s office Buffalo Tiger as spokesman for the Indians claimed that of the 355 Trail Indians, 201
had signed the document, and Denton recommended that it be
recognized by the Board of Commissioners. Opposing approval
were Attorney O. B. White and several reservation Indian leaders.
The cabinet unanimously approved the document, and all Indians and friends were invited to the governor’s home for refreshments. 39 Actually, approval of this constitution did not mean
very much for it involved neither authority nor use of funds.
Ingraham Billie was not one of the ten members of the council
who had journeyed to Tallahassee, and it appears that Buffalo
Tiger had assumed leadership of the group. 40 By 1959 Ingraham
Billie seems to have split completely with the Trail Indians. He
wrote to Commissioner Emmons: “I heard you visited the reservation group and Buffalo Tiger’s group. We saw they are getting
reservation funds. These two groups have no right to talk for us.
I told you and Colonel Denton in January 1958, we don’t want
any part of the funds.“ 41
By October 15, 1957, the Miccosukees were ready to present a
formal application to the state for the desired tract of land. In
addition to a legal description, their presentation included a fourpage statement outlining their need for the acreage. The Trail
Indians also wanted ten to twenty acres of state-owned land along
U.S. Highway 27 to build a trading post. The land was to be
appraised, and the value would be deducted from the settlement
that, it was hoped, would eventually be awarded to all the
Seminole Indians of Florida and Oklahoma. Thus, the state of
Florida would receive the Trail Indians’ share of that settlement. 42
Acting under the advice of Attorney General Richard W.
Ervin, Governor Collins and the Florida Cabinet refused to re39.

On August 21, 1957 the constitution and by-laws of the Seminole Tribe
was approved by a vote of 241 for and five opposed to the constitution.
Rex W. Quinn to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, December 27, 1957,
B/A, SM. According to Bill Osceola a reservation group visited the Trail
people to explain the constitution, but they showed little interest.
“Seminole Tribe of Florida” (brochure issued by Seminole Tribe, August
1967), no page number.
40. Minutes of Board of State Institutions, July 30, 1957, MP, NAL.
41. Ingraham Billie to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, December 19, 1959,
File 163-050, B/A, SM.
42. Max Denton, state commissioner of Seminole Indian Affairs, to Board of
Commissioners of State Institutions, October 15, 1967, B/A, SM.
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lease the 143,500 acres of land sought by the Trail Indians. On
May 22, 1958, Erwin stated that agreement between the state and
the Indians along the lines suggested by the Trail Indians would
not be advantageous to Florida. If the state conceded that the
Indians had a right to the land, “Florida would admit the
monetary debt owed to the Indians for much more than the
acreage actually being sought.“ 43 On November 7, 1958, the
matter was referred to a committee of citizens appointed by the
governor which held several meetings during December 1958 and
January 1959. 44 The committee, in a report submitted February
16, 1959, concluded that the Seminole Tribe, organized in 1957,
was the only existing Florida Indian tribe and that its claim was
against the federal government, not Florida. 45 The committee
argued that it “would be impracticable or impossible for the
state to make any grants, gifts or leases of land to these Indians.“ 46
Governor Collins endorsed these findings.
The Trail Indians understandably were disturbed by the
committee’s and governor’s action. The tribal council, in a letter
to Congressman John Henderson of Pennsylvania, expressed its
disappointment and its desire to negotiate further with the
United States before appealing to the World Court and to
foreign governments. The Trail Indians branded the whole
affair as “another breach of faith by the whites.“ 47
On March 30, 1958, an agreement and letter of authority was
signed between the Miccosukee Tribe of Seminole Indians and
Morton Silver. Silver was directed to negotiate with John O.
Jackson, attorney for the reservation Seminoles who was presenting a claim before the Indian Claims Commission. 48 It was be43. LaVerne Madigan, “A Most Independent People-a Field Report on
Indians in Florida,” Indian Affairs (April 1959), 5.
44. Gerald L. Crawford, chairman, Committee on Indian Affairs of the
Governor of Florida to Governor LeRoy Collins, February 16, 1959, B/A,
SM.
45. The Seminole Tribe was organized August 21, 1957, under the provisions
of the Wheeler-Howard Act of 1934 which provided for establishment of
limited self-governing bodies. Charles H. Fairbanks, The Florida Seminole People (Phoenix, 1973), 53-56.
46. Crawford to Collins, February 16, 1959, B/A, SM.
47. Howard Osceola, et al, to Congressman John E. Henderson, June 9, 1959,
B/A, SM.
48. The 1952 agreement between Silver and the Miccosukees to contest the
money claim and to protect the rights and property of the Indians was
a verbal one, but a written one was signed on April 10, 1954, which
stipulated that Silver should be paid a fee for legal services and reim-
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lieved that “there was a possibility of Silver and Jackson assisting
each other to accomplish the objectives of both tribes.“ 49 By April
21, former Governor Millard Caldwell of the firm of Caldwell,
Parker, and Foster of Tallahassee, had written Chief Commissioner Edgar E. Wit of the Indian Claims Commission that his
firm had withdrawn from the case because “we are not in accord
with the methods and policies of Messrs Silver and Miller.“ 50
Three days later Jackson wrote Silver, stating, “because of lack
of common interest[;] therefore, I request that there be an end to
your efforts leading to an association between us.“ 51 After Jackson
and Governor Caldwell’s law firm had in effect rejected cooperation with Silver and the Executive Council, Buffalo Tiger and
members of the Miccosukee Tribe wrote several letters to Jackson
and to the Indian Claims Commission castigating Jackson and
expressing the hope that both reservation and Trail Indians
could cooperate in other suits for federal funds. 52
Since their efforts aimed at a cooperative venture had failed,
the General Council and Silver and Miller tried another approach. Letters were sent to President Eisenhower on September
20, and September 26, 1958, offering again to settle by compromise
the dispute between the Indians and the federal government and
Florida. 53 In reply, Commissioner Emmons took a rather tough
stand. First, he emphasized the point that never had the United

49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

bursement of costs and expenses. On July 3, 1955, this contract was
amended, and three days later a contract was signed between Silver and
George J. Miller representing the firm of Caldwell, Parker, Foster, Wigginton and Miller in which the firm would serve as counsel with Silver
in any proceedings required to represent the “sovereign and independent Miccosukee Seminole Nation (Florida).” Annex K, MP, NAL.
Of concern in the Miccosukee effort to secure tribal recognition was the
matter of finances. One source alleged that contributions were solicited
from the Indians to meet expenses. How much Morton Silver received
for his years of service is not known, but it likely was minimal Roy
Struble, who represented the Seminole Tribe of Florida throughout
most of its claims case, stated in 1977 that he had invested $50,000 of his
own money in the case. It was reported at that time that he expected to
receive $400,000 as his share of the $1,600,000 fee that would be divided
among the various attorneys. Tampa Tribune, July 31, 1977.
Ibid.
Millard F. Caldwell to Edgar E. Wit, chief commissioner, Indian Claims
Commission, April 21, 1958, Distribution, 356.
Jackson to Silver, April 24, 1958, ibid., 357.
See Silver to Jackson, May 2, 1958, ibid., 358-60, and Everglades Miccosukee Tribe of Seminole Indians to John Jackson, May 8, 1958, ibid.,
362-63.
Executive Council to Eisenhower, September 20, 1958, ibid., 366, 406-07.

Published by STARS, 1979

15

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 58 [1979], No. 1, Art. 5
52

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

States government recognized that the Indians constituted a
sovereign nation occupying its own territory within the confines
of the United States. Second, he stressed the fact that the government was not obligated to provide services to people merely because they had Indian blood in their veins. It was the responsibility of the Bureau of Indian Affairs to serve as trustee for the lands
of the three Florida reservations and to provide services for those
who used these properties. 54
Once again the Trail Indians turned to national, and for the
first time, international agencies for redress of their grievances.
When the Miccosukees learned that the Iroquois had defeated
the attempt by the State of New York Power Authority to acquire
part of their reservation, they invited Mad Bear, the Iroquois
leader, to help them plan a counter-attack. As a result of the
meeting between Mad Bear and the Miccosukees, a conference
was held in the Miccosukee-speaking village west of Miami on
the Tamiami Trail. Thirty-six leaders representing 100,000
Indians were in attendance. There were delegates from such
diverse tribes as the Utes, Tuscaroras, Mohawks, Oneidas, Senecas,
Cayugas, Chippewas, and Delawares. The conference resolved
that if all the tribes represented at the meeting approved, a united
nation could be formed and membership in the United Nations
would be sought. 55 Most of the tribes wanted more land rather
than compensation. It was also agreed that Mad Bear and the
Trail Indians would together send a “buckskin of recognition”
to Fidel Castro who had just come to power in Cuba. 56
The attitude of the reservation Indians towards the Trail
Indians had varied throughout the years, but in 1959 the two
groups joined together in a council meeting held in Miami. Four
years earlier, according to Seminole tribal attorney Edgar W.
Waybright, the reservation Indians had resented the use of the
name “Miccosukee Indian Nation” by the Trail Indians since
seven of the twelve who had signed the 1949 claims attorney
contract were Miccosukees. 57 Perhaps Waybright was mistaken
or else the anger had ebbed by 1959. In June 1959, the Florida
legislature voted to set aside 143,400 acres of Everglades land for
54.
55.
56.
57.

Emmons to Howard Osceola, October 17, 1958, 58-14773, B/A, SM.
New York Times, April 2, 1959.
Edmund Wilson, Apologies to the Iroquois (New York, 1960), 271.
Roger J. Waybright to Emmons, February 28, 1955, B/A, SM.
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use of the Indians. 58 In a meeting arranged by Commissioner
Emmons, representatives of the two factions met at the Everglades
Hotel in Miami on November 15, 1959. The members of the
board of directors of the Seminole Tribe of Florida and the
Miccosukee Tribal Council who were present agreed that the
reservation Indians would have full authority on the reservations
and that the Miccosukees would control activities on the land
reserved for the Indians by the recent legislature. 59 At first Collins
refused to accept this decision, and referred the matter back to
the advisory citizens committee for further study. Then, on April
5, 1960, the Florida Board of Commissioners of State Institutions
voted to make available some 143,620 acres in Flood Control Area
Three for use by the Indians in their traditional way. 60
In the 1960s Indian involvement in their own programs was
stressed by federal administrators, and many objectives, previously believed to be unobtainable, were realized, both on national
and state levels, by the various tribes in the United States. 61 With
the active cooperation of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the clan
leaders of the Miccosukees and Rex Quinn, from Washington,
met at Jimmie Tiger’s camp and drew up a constitution. 62 Unlike
the earlier constitution and the one drawn up by the Seminoles,
this constitution was not subjected to a referendum by the entire
tribe. Only the assembled leaders agreed to it. On January 11,
1962, the constitution and bylaws of the Trail Indians were certified by the Secretary of the Interior, and the Miccosukee Tribe
was officially recognized as an independent entity, separate and
distinct from the main body of the Seminoles. 63 At this point the
58. Florida Statutes, 1959, sections 285.14 and 285.15, 1492-494.
59. Minutes of Special Board of Directors Meeting, Everglades Hotel, Miami,
Florida, November 15, 1959, B/A, SM. Virtually all of this land would be
subject to flooding and was of little value except for hunting and fishing
purposes.
60. Since the cabinet did not complete the necessary paper work, the
attorney general of Florida ruled that this permission would not be
valid. Tampa Tribune, July 31, 1977.
61. Theodore W. Waylor, The States and Their Indian Citizens (Washington, 1972), 66-70.
6 2 . An earlier constitution had been written and the organization known as
“the Everglades Miccosukee Tribe of Seminoles” had been recognized by
Commissioner Emmons on January 27, 1958, as being “qualified to speak
for and on behalf of those Indians who have affiliated with the organization by signing their names to the roll.” Emmons to Executive Council,
January 27, 1958, Annex G, MP, NAL. Such recognition really meant very
little.
63. This constitution was written by a group of clan leaders in a meeting
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group led by Buffalo Tiger became known officially as the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida. The Miccosukee General
Council, which included the chairman, assistant chairman, secretary, treasurer, and lawmaker, was recognized as the governing
body of these Florida Indians. It would be responsible for membership, tribal government, law and order, education, and fiscal
disbursement. 64
With the tribe officially recognized by the federal government,
certain benefits became available. The National Park Service gave
its approval to the lease of a small portion of the Everglades
National Park for use by the Indians. On this land a school was
opened on December 19, 1962, with a teacher and instructional
material provided by the Bureau of Indian Affairs. A portable
school house was made available by the Dade County school
board. By 1965 the Bureau of Indian Affairs had erected a concrete block, stone, and wood building containing two classrooms, a kitchen, serving area, and an office. 65 For the younger
children there was a Head Start Center. A bilingual program was
inaugurated stressing use of books printed in Miccosukee, and
pertinent books in English for the school library were secured.
Besides facilities for tribal offices, there was an auditoriumgymnasium, clinic, and housing and business headquarters. An
agent with offices in Homestead, Florida, was assigned by the
Bureau of Indian Affairs to assist the Miccosukees in their contacts and relations with the federal government. In addition to
the educational and cultural center which was developed on the
leased land along Highway 41, a home area containing twentythree wooden frame buildings was erected as residences for
families. Approximately one mile distant from this center, a
restaurant, grocery store, and service station were opened in
December 1964.
In 1970 the Miccosukees became one of the few Indian tribes
held at Jimmie Tiger’s camp. Rex Quinn who had helped the Seminole
Indians write their constitution in 1957 was present at the session assisting
the Indians in their deliberations. R. T. King, “Clan Affiliation and
Leadership among the Twentieth Century Florida Indians,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LV (October 1976), 149.
64. Miccosukee Tribe, “The Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida” (n.p.,
n.d.).
65. James C. Nicholas, et al, Recommendations Concerning Employment, Income and Educational Opportunities for the Seminole and Miccosukee
Tribes in Florida, Department of the Interior (Washington, 1974).
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in the country to establish a contract relationship with the Bureau
of Indian Affairs. Under terms of the agreement, a tribal nonprofit corporation was established in which funds were transferred
from the bureau to the corporation. Consequently, the Miccosukees were able to control the expenditures of funds and pay
off the employees. 66 The tribe ran all their own programs, and
the services of an agent were not needed. 67
In 1974, the Governor’s Council on Criminal Justice, studying
the problems of increasing crime on the reservations, concluded
that the best means of providing proper law enforcement was to
establish special improvement districts. After the legislature enacted the necessary laws, the Miccosukees were able to plan and
govern their own law enforcement, public housing, health care,
and other social services. 68 Enjoying this status, the Indians could
police themselves and be eligible for LEAA and other federal
grants.
By 1976 several new programs had been instituted. A Miccosukee Public Safety Department was set up in December 1976,
and a new firehouse-police station was constructed. In September
1976, a senior high school program with thirty-two students was
started with funds granted by an Upward Bound project. The
Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida and the Seminoles
worked out an agreement with the state for administration of the
104,000-acre Florida State Reservation-76,000 acres to be administered by the Miccosukee Tribe and 28,000 acres by the
Seminoles. Since much of this land was under water it had little
immediate value, but income derived from leases of productive
land is being diverted for the benefit of the respective tribes.
Negotiations with state and federal agencies, including the Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission, Everglades National
Park, and the Central and Southern Florida Flood Control
66.

In 1976 the Business and General Council of Miccosukee Tribe of Indians
of Florida included Buffalo Tiger (chairman), Billie Cypress (assistant
chairman), Bobby Billie (secretary), and Henry Bert (lawmaker). Letterhead, Miccosukee Files.
67. By this time Buffalo Tiger was playing the major role in directing activities of the group, and Silver’s activities had declined. In January 1968,
a motion to intervene in the Seminole claims case was field on behalf of
the Miccosukee Tribe by Buffalo Tiger and Sonny Billie. Their attorney
in the case was Arthur Lazarus, Jr., of the firm, Strasser, Spregelburg,
Fried, Frank and Kampelman of Washington, D.C. In 1977, S. Bobo Dean
of the same firm represented the Indians.
68. Florida Statutes 1974, sections 285.17 and 285.18, 277-78.
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District, concerning the control of Conservation Area Three and
establishment of a permanent reservation have not yet been resolved. So far, the Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission has
consented to the reservation in return for permission for nonIndians to hunt and fish in the area, but the South Florida Water
Management District refuses to give its consent until the Indians
surrender their claims against the state. The district secured an
easement through the state reservation without consultation with
the Indians. The easement point is important for it allows the
South Florida Water Management District to flood Conservation
Area Three whenever it thinks it necessary.
Despite these gains by the Miccosukee Tribe, some Miccosukee-speaking Indians living near Naples have refused to join
either with the recognized Miccosukee or Seminole leaders.
Jimmy Wilson, Bobby Henry, O. B. White Osceola, Douglas
Osceola, Bobby Clay, and others living in twelve villages near
Naples were members of a group known as the Traditional
Seminoles which would not cooperate in the land claims suit. 69
So far as can be ascertained, these Indians have little or no confirmed rights to land, education, or other benefits. 70 Just before
the Indian Claims Commission was ready to make its final award
and judgment on the Seminole land case which had been under
consideration since 1950, Guy Osceola, son of Cory Osceola, a
long-time Traditional leader, filed a suit on March 26, 1976, on
behalf of the Traditional Seminoles to enjoin the commission
from rendering judgment. Other Traditional Seminole leaders
joined with Osceola as plaintiffs in the lawsuit. The District
Court ruled against the motion by the lawyer for the Indians,
but the case has been appealed. Since the Traditional Seminoles
and the Miccosukees refuse to accept any money, they want their
rights to land in Florida confirmed by state and federal officials. 71
According to Guy Osceola, all of the Seminoles were once
Traditional Seminoles, but one group broke away and formed the
Seminole Tribe. Later, another group seceded and formed the
69. See affidavits of these Indians in Distribution, 443-53.
70. It was estimated that in 1977 there were approximately 400-450 Indians
on each reservation, 400 members of the Miccosukees and forty persons
in the group near Naples, 40 Indian Claims Commission, 107.
71. Resolution passed October 1, 1976, by the Miccosukee Business Council,
S. Bobo Dean to Buffalo Tiger, May 3, 1977, with enclosure of Indian
Claims Commission award and decision on Docket 73-A, Miccosukee Tribe
Records, Miccosukee Office.
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Miccosukees. The members of the tribe that have remained are
the Traditionals-they never broke away. 72
It is still difficult to determine the full success achieved by the
Trail Indians during the past fifteen to twenty years. Certainly
they gained a victory in being accorded the right to manage their
own reservation, plan their own business ventures, and be able
to teach Indian culture and history and the Miccosukee language
in their schools. Yet the Cuban-populated area of Miami, “Little
Havana,” is expanding westward, and the question has been
raised as to whether the Indian children should not be learning
Spanish rather than Miccosukee so that they will be able to
obtain jobs in the rapidly-changing southeastern Florida environment. Furthermore, has the success of the Miccosukees hurt the
opportunity of the Seminole Tribe of Florida to gain an equitable
settlement in the Indian claims case? In addition, the chances of
an Indian obtaining a respectable living seems not to be much
brighter on the Miccosukee reservation than for those Seminoles
living on the Hollywood, Brighton, and Big Cypress reservations. 73
72. Distribution, 52.
73. Nicholas, et al, Recommendations Concerning Employment, Income and
Educational Opportunities for the Seminole and Miccosukee Tribes in
Florida, has an account of the tribal problems.
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